The Compatibility of Christianity and Evolution 


Direct Incompatibility: two beliefs, A and B, are incompatible in this sense, if either A and B cannot both be true, or 
A and B entail or otherwise strongly imply (given the general facts of the world) other claims that cannot both 
be true. For example, the belief that Paris is the capital of the Fifth French Republic has a first order 
incompatibility with Paris is a lake in Wisconsin. 

Indirect Incompatibility: two beliefs are incompatible in this sense, if holding one of the beliefs 4 were good reason 
for us to doubt our standing to hold the other. That is, two beliefs, A and B, have epistemic incompatibility, if 
holding A gives us good reason to doubt that we are in any position to make a justified (or otherwise warranted) 
judgment regarding B. A and B could both be true, but holding A means that one cannot likewise also claim to 
reasonably hold B. For example, the belief that J am generally poor judge of character is difficult to hold 
alongside the belief that Smitty possesses a fine character. 


Typically, when one addresses the compatibility of Christianity and evolution she has directed incompatibility in 
mind, but I worry about incompatibility: Zs belief in evolution good grounds for us to doubt our standing to hold 
Christianity? 


Belief 1 — Evolution: Religious belief is explained by reproductive fitness it accrued to our prehistoric ancestors. 
Belief 2 — Religion: There are supernatural entities and or principles relevant to conduct. 


“There is a widespread sense that social facts that were previously understood as part of “culture” are now to be 
explained as adaptations, and that, when we have explained them, we have removed their aura, so speak, deprived 
them of any independent hold on our beliefs and emotions, and reduced them to aspects of our biology. So closely 
do traditional religions fit to the strategies of our genes, and so callously do they seem to favor the genotype over the 
phenotype, that it is tempting to say that there is little or nothing more to the religious urge. It is an adaptation like 
any other, and if it seems to be rooted so deeply within us as to be beyond the reach of rational argument, this is 
entirely to be expected, since that is how adaptations are passed on.” (Scruton, The Soul of the World, p. 3) 


“Shortly after 100,000 ybp, Neanderthals displaced humans in the Levant, pushing them back to their African 
homeland . . . . Recent genetic evidence indicates that around 70,000 ybp a select subset of the modern human 
population in Africa began a dramatic expansion... . From out of Africa a new species emerged that could no 
longer be turned back . . . . it is around this time that we have the first evidence of religion. Our ancestors had 
enlisted the supernatural as a player in their social world, and this, I believe, made all the difference in their social 
transformation.” (Rossano, Supernatural Selection, 58-59) 


The Space of Reasons: Smitty believes in the multiverse because he has read the astrophysics literature. 
The Space of Causes: Smitty believes in the multiverse because he drank a great deal of cough syrup. 


In SR, “because” indicates a sort of rational/normative standing (Smitty has reasons, and those reason explain his 
belief), whereas in SC, “because” indicates a causal, non-rational/non-normative relation (Smitty is made to believe, 
regardless of the available reasons). Notice that in SC Smitty’s belief could be true, though he’s not really entitled to 
it, and Smitty could be wrong about why he believes it. In the former case, the consequent of the “because” is 
sensitive to the truth of the antecedent, but in the latter case the consequent is indifferent to the truth of the 
antecedent. Thus, in SC, Smitty’s belief is not rational — there is an indirect incompatibility between Smitty’s belief 
in the multiverse and his overindulgence in over-the-counter remedies. 


Typical Assumption: If a belief is explained in the Space of Causes, then it is not explained in the Spaces of 
Reasons. 


(1) If Evolution, then Religion is explained by natural selection in terms of reproductive advantage. 
(2) Reproductive advantage is an explanation in the Space of Causes. 

~ (3) If Evolution, then Religion is explained in the Space of Causes. 

(4) Evolution is very likely. 

~ (5) Religion is explained in the Space of Causes. 

~ (6) Religion is not explained in the Space of Reasons. 


There is an ambiguity in the Basic Assumption regarding what is meant by “belief” that should lead us to doubt (1): 


Belief Consciousness: qualitative, intentional, logical content of holding a belief, e.g., “It’s a snake!” 

Belief Behavior: the patterns of overt behavior following on a belief, e.g., avoiding the snake. 

Belief Physiology: the biological structures (neurophysiology) that are requisite for a belief, e.g., the standard neural 
pathway that is excited under the conditions in which a human is in the presence of a snake. 


Note: (a) The Space of Reasons is a kind of belief consciousness. (b) Belief behavior does not entail belief 
consciousness (at least not immediately), e.g. I can follow the behavioral pattern of believing the chair is under me 
without any consciousness as such. (c) Belief physiology does not entail belief consciousness, e.g., no belief 
physiology and “It’s a snake!” are identical. (d) We have good reason to believe belief physiology is sufficient (in 
context) for belief behavior and other relevant neurophysiological states. (e) Evolution by natural selection explains 
belief only to the degree the behavior of the belief contributes to reproductive fitness. 


Defense of (c): Suppose Zeta is the belief physiology associated with the belief consciousness “Paris is the Capital 
of the Fifth Republic.” Consider a case in which a prehistoric human is put into Zeta fortuitously centuries before 
Paris ever existed. It is difficult to conclude that he or she would then have the belief consciousness “Paris is the 
Capital of the Fifth Republic.” Thus, an organism can have belief physiology without the associated belief 
Consciousness. 


Consequences: (i) A complete explanation of belief behavior could be given indifferent to any associated belief 
consciousness, i.e., explanations of behavior do not necessarily explain consciousness. (ii) An explanation of belief 
physiology does not necessarily explain any associated belief consciousness, i.e., explanations of physiology alone 
do not necessarily explain consciousness. Thus, (iii) If a physiological explanation of belief behavior can be given, 
that does not necessarily explain the associated consciousness. In short, even though we have a Space of Causes 
explanation of the behavior and physiology of some belief, it does not follow that we thereby have a Space of Causes 
explanation of its consciousness. 


Religious Consciousness — the qualitative and intentional content of religious belief 
Religious Behavior — the patterns of gross bodily movement of religious belief 
Religious Physiology — the biological structures (neurophysiology) of religious belief 


Three versions of (1) 


(A) If Evolution, then religious behavior is explained by natural selection in terms of reproductive advantage. 
(B) If Evolution, then religious physiology is explained by natural selection in terms of reproductive advantage. 
(C) If Evolution, then religious consciousness is explained by natural selection in terms of reproductive advantage. 


There is ample evidence to support (A). Basic evolutionary principles tell us physiology is there for the sake of 
behavior, so given (A), we then have good reason for (B). However, both religious behavior and religious 
physiology can go on without religious consciousness, so the fact that Evolution puts the former two into the space 
of causes does nothing with respect to the latter. Thus, the conclusion of the evolutionary skeptic’s argument applies 
only to physiology and behavior, not consciousness. 


If religious physiology is insufficient for religious consciousness, then what is? Consider again Zeta as the 
physiology that supports the consciousness “Paris is the Capital of the Fifth Republic.” The difference between Zeta 
in one of us and Zeta in a hypothetical prehistoric human is that our Zeta is formed by a process that ultimately 
(maybe remotely) deals with Paris. Likewise, a religious physiology grounds religious consciousness when it is 
formed by actually dealing with an object. What that object is, what gives religious consciousness its content, is of 
course a matter of some dispute. 


Note: (a) We cannot conclude that religious consciousness is gained by working with an object very different from 
its phenomenal character (delusion) without some prior reason to suppose that religious consciousness is 
non-veridical. Otherwise, one begs the question. That is the point of the religious debate! (b) The claim that any 
physiology for which a Space of Causes explanation can be given, e.g., in terms of reproductive advantage, 
undermines its corresponding consciousness’s standing in the Space of Reasons implies a self-refuting form of 
skepticism — the ultimate “universal acid.” 


